H istorically, meetings have been required activities that had varying levels of effectiveness and value. Little attention was paid to making them more productive or interesting for attendees. In many cases, it did not matter that individuals who were summoned to a meeting did not find it enjoyable. Attendance was all that was really important and usually the primary metric for measuring success. However, today most managers are pressured for time and much more discriminating about how it is spent. The following are tips for improving not only the way in which meetings are perceived, but also their effectiveness.
ESTABLISH THE NEED FOR AND THE PURPOSE OF THE MEETING
Is a meeting really necessary? Are meeting sometimes held when there is no valid reason to bring people together, but rather because it was scheduled? Attending meetings represents a significant commitment in terms of time and expense. The end result should reflect the best use of resources toward reaching a desired outcome. In a 1992 AAOHN column article entitled "Facilitating an Effective Meeting," Wachs pointed out that meetings can be conducted for the purposes of team building, disseminating information, planning, problem solving and making decisions.
DETERMINE THE MOST APPROPRIATE FORUM FOR THE MEETING
The traditional meeting is one in which any number of individuals convenes in a common place to achieve a common purpose. However, technology makes it possible for individuals to interact from great distances and accomplish work that previously required extensive travel and time away from daily responsibilities.
Internet
The Internet and its ability to connect people allow "virtual" teams to meet via the World Wide Web. Sophisticated programs enable a meeting planner to plan and facilitate meetings that are interactive and interesting. Features available in some programs are the ability to arrange or allow the selection of seating in the virtual meeting room, position the speaker, solicit and receive input from attendees, and run concurrent audiovisual slide presentations. None of these require participants to leave their desks. Examples of virtual meeting software includes: 
Videoconferencing
Videoconferencing software allows meeting participants to see and hear others wherever they are. This requires special camera equipment adapted to a computer as well as voice and data lines. While in the past, this technology has seemed awkward and "contrived," it is improving tremendously. Some examples of videoconferencing programs include: • Sony (http://sony.com). • VTEL (http:/NTEL.com). • PictureTel (http://www.picturetel.coml). • Intel (Intel Corporation, http:// www.intel.om) .
Dataconferencing
Dataconferencing or "webconferencing" allows meeting facilitators or presenters to interface with remote team members using real time connections. Because many types of media may be transmitted, 
Digital Whiteboards
Digital "whiteboards" are programs that make documents available to large groups of people at the same time. Whiteboards are commonly used during a meeting in the same way a flip chart would be used. All members may contribute to the contents of the whiteboard. The collective notes then become available to store or print. Digital whiteboards allow participants to focus on the meeting, not on taking notes. 
Varying Media
Whether the meeting is conducted in cyberspace or in a company conference room, media plays an important part in effectively relaying a message. Varyingthe type of media used, such as slides or video clips in addition to printed material, promotes interest and understanding in the topic being discussed.
DETERMINE WHO NEEDS TO ATTEND MEETINGS
Having the right individuals and organizations represented at a 368 meeting is critical to achieving the mission of the group. When planning for the meeting, the facilitator must consider: • Who has information necessary to make informed decisions. • Who has the ability to allocate resources and initiate action. • Who will be impacted by the potential decisions of the group. • Who has the responsibility for the ultimate outcome(s) of the meeting.
Many individuals may have an interest in the topic, but may not need to be directly involved in a meeting. The best way to keep these people informed can be to circulate copies of meeting notes or post them on a shared bulletin board or document repository on the company intranet. Having too many participants in actual attendance at a meeting has the potential to slow or "derail" proceedings.
DEVELOP AN AGENDA AND CIRCULATE IT BEFORE THE MEETING
Regardless of the format chosen for a meeting, participants should all be provided a description of the meeting well in advance. To lay the groundwork for a productive meeting, the agenda must answer the classic questions of Who, What, When, Where, and Why (Wachs, 1992) . Although it varies based on the reason for the meeting , typical agenda structure includes: • The fundamentals, (e.g., date, time, location, room).
• Purpose for the meeting. • Facilitator or host. • Issues to be considered and individuals responsible for presenting them. • Desired outcomes. • Future plans.
DO NOT RUN THE MEETING-FACILITATE IT
To ensure active participation and uninhibited interaction, the facilitator must set the stage for productive dialogue. An environment of mutual respect and understandingcontributes greatly to establishing openness and comfort for participants.Restating the reason for the meeting and the desired outcome(s) ensures all attendees are focused on the topics and issues to be considered. Early in the meeting, the agenda should be reviewed and items added as necessary.
Once the purpose for assembling the group has been established, the facilitator may begin by recognizing participants and their roles in the organization and at the meeting. Having done this, the following tips will help to keep the meeting on track: • Appoint or ask for volunteers to be time keeper and note taker. • Pay attention to "human factors" by designating health breaks. • Keep discussion directed toward the topic. • Establish a time limit for discussion of specific issues. • Establish a "parking lot" for items to be discussed later.
• Manage the flow of conversation, ensuring that all key attendees contribute.
• Summarize often. • Determine frequently the level of understanding of participants .
THE TWO MINUTE DRILL
In the world of sports. it is commonly known that the outcome of a game is frequently decided in the last 2 minutes. The same is true for meetings. Great work and ideas can escape being operationalized if the meeting concludes inappropriately.
The following tips will ensure that attendees leave the meeting with a sense of accomplishment and full expectation for what will follow: • Recall the reason for the meeting. • List the issues considered . • Address "parking lot" issues and making assignments where appropriate.
• Articulate the points of agreement. • List action items and responsible parties.
• Describe the next steps for the group and time frames for expected completion.
Finally. the facilitator should express appreciation for the contributions made by attendees and acknowledge value of the time and expertise shared by each.
CONCLUSION
Bringing individuals together in a common place and time is an excellent way not only to get important work done. but also to establish relationships and learn work styles. While in this highly technological society this may be accomplished using a variety of tools and techniques. it is
HERE'S AN OPPORTUNITY YOU DON'T WANT TO MISS!
important to remember that regular personal communications fosters positive relationships and prevents feelings of isolation (Healy. 2(00) .
The occupational and environmental health nurse must take full advantage of the technology available to support management of all aspects of practice. However. in the end. it is thoughtful planning and skillful facilitation that leaves meeting attendees with a sense of satisfaction for work well done and time well spent.
